importance in developing the ideological and political basis for change in the future. Commissions in this respect are specialized instruments for policy advice that are both research and advocacy oriented.
Because of their often high public profile as a result of their appointments, process, and products, and because they are connected to governments, communities, and interests, commissions are also highly political by nature, ever sensitive to their political and policy environments. Commissions swim in the world of politics because their recommendations may involve the future expenditure of large chunks of public funds, at least partially underwritten by new tax levies; may shift patterns of authority and power; and may require new ways of conceiving and doing public and private business. Commissions in this light can be seen as special mechanisms to arbitrate the classic question posed by Lasswell (1951) of "who gets what, when, where, and how."
Much of the academic literature on policy-oriented commissions in Canada and the United States focuses on three characteristics of these bodies: (a) analyzing a commission's report for themes and recommendations; (b) assessing the impact of a commission's report on the policy development and implementation processes; and (c) on the basis of 1 and 2, trying to answer the question of whether a commission's benefits outweigh its costs. Referring to Canadian commissions on education, Manzer (1994) provides the most comprehensive analysis of Canadian commission reports from the standpoint of public philosophy and ideas. In the United States, following the earlier work on education commissions by Peterson (1983) and Ginsberg and Wimpleberg (1987) , editors and authors Ginsberg and Plank (1995) have contributed a volume to the study of, among other things, education commission themes, the symbolic meaning of commissions, and impacts. A few studies have looked at internal goings-on in some Canadian commissions (Cameron, 1993; Simeon, 1987) , and these tend to be short descriptive treatments with a political science or public administration focus. In this article, I fill in some of the gaps, from a constructivist lens, by looking at the types of learning that members individually and collectively undertook in a politicized and political commission. Data was provided by interviews, document analysis, and by participant observation for 18 months.
The particular commission in question is Ontario's Royal Commission on Learning (RCOL), established by provincial decree (Order-in-Council) on May 4, 1993, and mandated to study and make recommendations related to accountability, governance, program, and vision for the publicly funded education system, the elementary and secondary panels. Appointed to RCOL were two cochairs and three commissioners supported by an executive director, eight researchers, and a small support staff. With the exception of the last named group, for the purposes of this study, I collectively label these individuals as RCOLers. RCOL released its four-volume, 600-page report replete with 167 recommendations, For the Love of Learning (RCOL, 1994) , to the Ontario minister of education and training in January 1995 and then was decommissioned.
Ontario's publicly funded educational system serves 2.1 million students from kindergarten to secondary graduation year and is divided into public (secular), separate (Roman Catholic), and francophone components. Ontario's schools dot a landscape larger than Texas and are supported by more than 120,000 unionized educators and 60,000 support staff. The 1998 costs of this public enterprise is about $14 billion Canadian (about $9 billion plus U.S. dollars as of this writing). Oxford (1997) argues that constructivism is less a coherent theory than a bundle of contradictory "shapes" that shift in their meaning. In this view, constructivism is composed of two different schools of thought: (a) the individual as knowledge constructor or the knower of knowledge, and (b) the knowledge constructor conceived as the whole society or as the individual firmly embedded in a group. Oxford perceives shortcomings in each school of thought:
THE SHAPES OF CONSTRUCTIVISM
The individual/psychological constructivists seldom directly addressed issues of power, authority, and the place of formal knowledge that are central to some versions of social/cultural constructivism. . . . On the other hand, social/cultural constructivist perspectives were not uniformly well developed, and these perspectives sometimes paid little attention to individual knowledge construction. (p. 45) At one extreme, models of individual constructivism may appear solipsistic, the view that the self is all that exists or can be known, and pay little attention to setting; at the other extreme, understandings of social/cultural constructivism may present images of collective entity with no accounting for the role of the individual. Cobb (1994) , differing somewhat from Oxford's treatment, contends that the realist position is not alien to constructivism, as Cobb distinguishes between what he terms "realist" and "radical" constructivist positions on the general function of cognition: organize the learner's experiential world rather than to discover ontological reality. (p. 1049) With Oxford and Cobb's readings of individual and social models of constructivism as background, some aspects of the RCOL experience bear a resemblance to some of the findings of several authors in those fields of study, as adapted to fit the particular circumstances of RCOL.
THE RCOL EXPERIENCE AS CONSTRUCTIVIST AND POLITICAL ARTIFACT
The experience of RCOLers could be characterized as reflecting both a realist and a radical constructivism. Although reading and to some extent respecting the reality of the larger world of publicly funded education as they perceived it, RCOLers were also thinkers who used that knowledge to promote their own prescriptions for education reform. Although several commissions made contributions to an understanding of public policy through original research, RCOL was constrained by budget and time lines, producing a type of applied research that was a synthesis of available literature and commissioned papers, and of the discretion and judgment of commissioners and researchers. In other words, a large chunk of the knowledge base for RCOL members to make their judgments was largely constructed by actors outside their organizational orbit. RCOLers produced a vision of education rooted in the historical, political, economic, social, and pedagogical contexts of the first years of the 1990s, and coming to grips with this larger environment was an important task for RCOLers. Their reading of external forces of change pushing for a response from the educational system was one of the general themes to flavor the treatment of each chapter in the report.
This blending of realist and radical constructivism was most readily apparent in the two first perspectives employed in this study: knowledge construction and multiple purposes. RCOLers were, after all, connected to this outside world by a web of culture, language, ethnicity, history, interests, identities, professional and political backgrounds and loyalties, faith values, political values, educational ideologies, biases, and politics. Indeed, it was on the basis of some of these connections that commissioners were appointed in the first place and within RCOL commissioners and researchers were representatives/advocates for elements of this political, social, and ideological environment.
The internal structure of RCOL, the organization as defined by the intersection of tasks with people, was characterized more by radical constructivism and less by a realist position. In this case, the connection between the Other insiders'perceptions about their experiences were similarly the stuff of the notion of multiple realities, with some viewing the culture as a roughand-tumble democracy, whereas others perceived a darker, Kafkaesque image. How members described the culture was directly correlated to where they stood in an invisible yet palpable hierarchy. In a study on the sociopolitical processes by which public knowledge is constructed, Alcoff and Potter (1993) emphasize from a feminist standpoint that with social constructivism more is at issue than epistemology: "[P]olitics intersect traditional epistemology" and "social values influence knowledge" (p. 13). Following Alcoff and Potter, the parameters of the search for knowledge within RCOL were defined largely in political terms including such considerations as the governmentally imposed definition of the mandate's substance and time lines, the constraints imposed on RCOL related to funding and staffing, the composition of the commission in terms of politically based and progressively biased appointments, and the abortive proposal of the minister to use RCOL's report in the government's reelection campaign. Time lines, funding, and staffing were critical constraints to the quality and the types of research that RCOLers could undertake.
In turn, commissioners also took pains to distance themselves from aspects of the minister's reform agenda, especially his enthusiasm for school board amalgamation, which the cochairs dismissed internally as "his agenda, not ours." They also interpreted their mandate in loose terms, and although they covered the topics delineated by the government, they did so using their own structure and treatment. They also chose to tackle some areas, such as education finance, that the government directed them not to study, and did so because the present funding model was perceived as inequitable for all components of the education system, particularly the separate (Roman Catholic) school boards and smaller and rural "tax assessment poor" boards. Their report would bear the imprint of a collective desire to write a document that reflected internal creativity in grappling with issues. The minister claimed that the cochairs were "ferocious" in protecting their special, arms'-length status from governmental intrusion and said they were stingy in terms of letting the government know what to anticipate in the report.
Staking out a path that deviated from the minister's preferred direction meant that commissioners had to politicize their organization to connect with potential allies, a recognition here frankly acknowledged by a commissioner:
We deliberately had public hearings, youth outreach involvement, and sent out thousands of brochures. We wanted to enlist the public as our ally and we wanted them to know what we were about. We wanted the public to force the Government to respond either positively or negatively, but not to let the Government take the Report and bury it.
Although the government was both the sponsor of RCOL and the recipient of RCOL's advice, the commissioners were worried that the minister's growing list of reform initiatives would steal their thunder or that he would "cherrypick" only those recommendations that served his efficiency and accountability agenda. Commissioners also needed to convince a skeptical public and highly politicized and combative stakeholders that RCOL was not simply an instrument designed to deflect growing criticism from the government or that RCOL's primary role was to put the mantle of legitimacy on the reform agenda of the new minister. Commissioners thus devised a media and political strategy to convince the attentive public and stakeholders that the commission should be perceived in a positive light and that the report should be addressed to an audience beyond the confines of governmental and stakeholder circles. In turn, the minister admitted that waiting for the report to emerge out of the commission pipeline put a large cramp on his own policymaking and implementation agenda. Kelly (1955) , working from an individualist model, claims that individuals understand experience by grouping according to similarities and opposites (e.g., Black/White, tall/short). He maintains that "personal constructs" function to give idiosyncratic meaning to the events, things, and people that individuals encounter (Oxford, 1997, p. 40) . Within RCOL, two constructs of a political nature were created and operationalized that identified knowers in different camps. These two constructs are identified as a progressive and an insider/outsider bias. GEORGE J. BEDARDA progressive bias was defined by a commissioner in these terms:
In social orientation, I have no hesitation in saying that the commissioners were equity-driven, profoundly committed to social justice. We were convinced from the beginning that there shouldn't be any kid in the province that does not receive equitable human or economic resources to assist in his or her education.
A progressive bias tended to unify commissioner thinking, making them highly sensitive to demands and views of a broad spectrum of equity advocates and sympathetic to progressive notions of education. The commissioners' commitment to political inclusivity, through extensive public consultation, signaled that parents, students, and those outside of traditional "loops" should be regarded as legitimate "knowers" whose contributions to policy development should be respected and that the policy monopoly of inside stakeholders, such as the ministry, school board associations, and teacher unions, should be broken up.
However, the insider/outsider bias created rifts among commissioners and researchers. One cochair described insider-outsider differentiation and how it shaped commissioners'perceptions of whose knowledge and ideas counted most:
We had a Commission composed of outsiders, with the exception of one commissioner: this was a deliberate decision on the part of the Government. It's also reflected in terms of your bias, orientation, that to a certain extent you are outsiders who listen to and understand outsiders, and who are skeptical about insiders. One would assume, if it were the other way around, that if you were all from the inside, so-called experts from the inside, you would be in danger of possibly repeating all the common sins.
Within RCOL the insider label was attached to one commissioner, a working school superintendent, and to several researchers, seconded by the ministry. These individuals were stigmatized, by the operant definition constructed by the cochairs, as being status-quo oriented-not reform-minded-and insiders' ideas from a variety of stakeholders were similarly categorized and downgraded. In this context, RCOLers were forced to chose sides as idea advocates and critics, with little pretense for the claims of objectivity often attached to an ideal type of policy analyst.
From a knowledge orientation, RCOLers valued "soft" knowledge (social science-oriented) over "hard" (economic/quantitative), later prompting some criticism that the potential costs of their recommendations should have been elucidated in the report and that the value of efficiency had been given short shrift.
According to Crockett (1965) and others, "cognitive complexity" means that "individuals with highly developed constructs make more discriminations than those who see the world simplistically" (Oxford, 1997, p. 41) . RCOLers widely shared the view that the issues before them were of such complexity that simple solutions would not be appropriate for serious internal consideration. Examples of perceived simple solutions included backto-the-basics approaches to schooling, such as a return to phonics and the teaching of grammar, and charter school ideas. In effect, labeling an idea as a simple solution meant not having to investigate whether its claims had any validity. Instead, reform-minded commissioners were biased toward big ideas that could act in a synergistic way to ready publicly funded education for the 21st century.
Crockett (1965) also maintained that different "parts of the cognitive system of a single person can also differ in complexity" about different things, events, or persons (Oxford, 1997, p. 42) . This concept can be applied on an organizational and a political level. Given the diversity of topics within RCOL, and the sheer amount of information to be assimilated, understood, and interpreted, no single RCOLer had sufficient knowledge to invoke expertise in all areas. As the deadline for report drew near, the research team got smaller as some of their numbers chose the early exit option and no replacements were forthcoming. Those remaining researchers were obliged to tackle topics for which their initial knowledge was admittedly low and for which self-directed crash courses provided neither the time for serious reflection nor the range of information to allow for in-depth understanding. RCOLers found certain issues relatively easy to map out such as the chapters on early childhood education and governance issues but found other concepts such as community, accountability, and equity, and an issue such as secondary school curriculum and organization, to be nebulous and baffling. Thus, the report was perceived internally as "under the circumstances the best we could do" and as a document-in-progress that was skimpy on ideas in several sections. Prawat (1991 Prawat ( , 1992 , building on Dewey's (1977) notion that learning is primarily social and rooted in language, has developed the concept of ideabased constructivism that can be useful for explaining the politics of research or study reports. He argues that ideas or concepts are perceptual schemata "educating the awareness and attention and opening individuals to new situations and activities" (Oxford, 1997, p. 43) . Following Dewey's notion that learning material should be organized around broad, content-rich ideas, Prawat suggests that learning should center on the exploration of "big ideas." Within RCOL, the development of the "four-engines" concept, RCOL's own big ideas, was a key turning point in internal deliberations, helping to spark the conceptualization of the broad elements of the report and to kick off the writing process. The four engines were commissioner conceived. If properly implemented, presumably these engines would transform the quality and relevance of the education system. (The engines were teacher development and professional development, community alliances, information technology, and early childhood education.) Big ideas/four engines helped to focus commissioner "awareness and attention," and one might add enthusiasm, for what one cochair described as the "exciting world of ideas." Researchers, however, took much longer to warm to the commissioners' notion of engines and struggled mightily to integrate those concepts with the rest of the emerging report, which was largely researcher written-a problem of meshing "their" ideas with "ours."
For RCOL, big ideas and the writing process provided what Vygotsky (1987) terms "scaffolding," guideposts or supports that facilitate learning, a notion he adapts from Dewey. Unlike Vygotsky's model that posits scaffolding as having a limited time frame with the aim of promoting learner autonomy, RCOL's scaffolding would carry the weight of core organizational activity over the 9-month span that it took to write the report. Writing gave focus and a goal orientation that were hitherto missing in loosely structured, iterative oral discussions.
Micropolitics played a large role in erecting and maintaining this scaffolding, on occasion pitting commissioners against commissioners, researchers against commissioners, and researchers against researchers. Some of this behind-the-scenes conflict was short and abrupt, whereas some inflicted a thousand cuts. One researcher described the "management" of commissioners by key researchers as an exercise in "herding cats"; one cochair regretted that he was forced by the minister to accept researchers on secondment that he otherwise would not have used.
Accounting for individual differences in cognitive styles is not a strong feature of individual constructivism (Oxford, 1997) . Cognitive styles are usually conceptualized as characteristic modes of perceiving, remembering, thinking, and problem-solving, reflective of information-processing regularities that develop in congenial ways around underlying personality trends. They are inferred from consistent individual differences in ways or organizing and processing information and experience. (Messick, 1994, p. 868) Despite the dominance of a messy inductive and collective mode of processing information within RCOL, several members preferred a more deductive approach, one closer in keeping with their own cognitive styles. For certain RCOLers, a deductive approach meant that a careful and detailed discussion of values and priorities, and the elucidation of a vision for education reform, should have preceded and informed both the discussion of the nuts-and-bolts 160 EDUCATIONAL POLICY / January-March 1999 of policy advice and the writing process. Instead, a more inductive approach prevailed, whereby values and vision were the products of internal debate and the writing process, not the drivers of it. One researcher complained about the lack of value clarification to inform the writing process by saying: "We shot the arrow first at the wall and then painted our target around it!" Within RCOL, then, differences in cognitive styles produced a palpable sense of frustration and uneasiness and the cry for more discipline and order.
In RCOL's case, an inductive learning process was partly imposed by the nature of the subject matter under study. The sheer volume, complexity, and ambiguity of much of this information, as well as the lack of specific types of information, ensured that the interpretation process would not be easy, and that much probing would be required. Out of this difficult gestation period, though, emerged some basic understandings by RCOLers about what they wanted to say in the report. Majone's public argumentation model (1989) , which has some validity in understanding the work of RCOL, inclines argument makers to "discover" their values and preferences in an inductive fashion and disinclines those persons to structure argumentation in a principlesfirst, deductive fashion. Once discovered, values need to be (re)defined, interpreted, affirmed, or rejected. Within RCOL, the dominant method of value construction resembles Weick's (1979) notion of equivocality, the superimposing of multiple meanings for the same values, less sense making, and more an image of layers of meanings imposed on another. For example, although all commissioners supported the value of community and elevated it to the status of a synthesizing "engine," all supported their own definitions of what community meant and the discussion in the report on this topic reflects that the definition of community is a composite of individual constructions that obscures as much as it elucidates. Equivocality was a natural by-product of the internal need for political accommodation and of the generous size of the report that allowed for such layerings of meaning.
An inductive process was set in motion because one cochair, combining will and authority, was able to project the needs of his own self-described learning style ("Pauline epiphany") onto the organization's agenda, by which after one year of listening, talking, and reading he declared himself ready to take part in more structured discussions and to give a green light to the researchers to start the writing process. With only 9 months left in the mandate, and only the barest of structure to guide them, researchers assumed a greater role in the writing of the report than they had anticipated, and the more skilled researcher-writers emerged as key argument makers, on occasion challenging commissioner preferences and prevailing, blurring distinctions of role and authority in the process. Those researchers who were not skilled in the art of public argumentation, or whose views were suspect of being status-quo friendly, were marginalized, first out of the writing process and then out of RCOL itself.
A spiral-like, iterative, and disjointed inductiveness also emerged as a general mode of reasoning because most commissioners were committed to contribute a radical plan for education reform. This motivation tended to promote divergent thinking because this meant a departure from what was known and accepted as conventional wisdom to explore novel and different paths for reform in a loosely structured fashion. Paradoxically, most recommendations in the report were deliberately crafted to be reformist and not radical, in the literal sense of uprooting, because the commissioners needed inside stakeholders not to feel unduly threatened. In their political calculus, commissioners wanted to recognize the legitimate interests of all major parties involved and to ensure that at least some of the latter's concerns would be dealt with sympathetically by RCOL. Inside stakeholders responded in kind, and most embraced the general "progressive conservative" thrust of the report, to use the description offered by a cochair. Divergent thinking was also stimulated by the professional backgrounds of various commissioners and researchers, shaping in different ways how issues were perceived and how they should be tackled. Consider, for example, the different mind-sets of one cochair who approached issues from an unabashed secularist, socialist, and Marxist framework, and one commissioner who was a Catholic priest schooled for years in classical and Christian philosophy and a committed advocate for public funding for religious-based schools. A shared progressive bias could not paper over the differences between these two men about the nature of being and the purpose of education in moral and spiritual realms, and in the internal debate on public choice these two mind-sets clashed sharply.
Inductive learning and divergent thinking contributed to the "big picture" of the vision and general themes of the report emerging toward the end of the research and recommendation process. One cochair, the most prolific writer of the commissioners, credited his writing of the "Short Version," that accompanied the four volumes of the report, with helping to provide a means to look at what all the various chapters added up to and how they related to one another in terms of vision, themes, and practicalities. Oxford (1997, p. 59) posits that "most constructivists have emphasized the cognitive over the affective aspects of learning, particularly over the 'negative' affective aspects such as anxiety, fear, and self-doubt." Within RCOL, the connection between affect and public consultation played a significant role in knowledge construction within RCOL in a number of ways. Held in more than 40 venues throughout the province, the public hearings gave thousands of individuals, groups, and stakeholders the opportunity to air their views on the state of education. The hearings left their mark on commissioners and researchers alike, not simply because of what was said but also because the message struck at the hearts of RCOLers, particularly when the messengers were parents, students, and individual teachers. The affective dimension of the hearings helped consolidate internal understandings of the education system particularly when the system's impacts have been perceived as careless or harmful. The affective dimension also established bonds of solidarity between RCOLers and the subjects of their inquiry, a connection that held its impact for RCOLers long after the hearings and school visits were completed.
At the same time, the hearings indoctrinated the cochairs, outsiders to the professional knowledges of elementary and secondary education, about lived and intellectual ideologies, about paradoxes and dilemmas (cf. Billig, 1988) , about transmission-and student-centered approaches to teaching and learning, and about the big issues and the ABCs of publicly funded education. School visits also provided commissioners an enduring image of students' creative enthusiasm that helped connect understandings of pedagogical theory with its school-level impact on students. The internal battle for ideas exacted a heavy emotional toll, moreover, as each commissioner and researcher fought to be heard, and as each struggled for survival, for respect and for recognition in a setting where, to use the description of the executive director, "niceties" were quickly jettisoned. Also on the affective dimension, certain ideas such as information technology and early childhood education were perceived by commissioners as having a political "sexiness," and certain commissioners would champion them in unstinting fashion. On the other hand, except for one commissioner, accountability issues had little energizing cachet.
IMPACT OF THE REPORT
When RCOL released its report, For the Love of Learning, in January 1995 to the minister of education and training, RCOL was formally decommissioned. This meant that its recommendations and findings were now in the hands of the minister who, after some consultation with provincial cabinet colleagues, would have to decide what response to take. Most RCOLers thought that the commission's policy advice function was limited, constrained by the minister's own agenda and the timing of the release of the report a few short months away from a provincial election. The predominant view was that the minister's official response to RCOL, The New Foundations, was less a sympathetic and deep reading of RCOL's four volumes and more than 600 pages and more an independently arrived at piece of policy making that bore the preferences of the minister.
Most New Foundations initiatives were announced as public policy within 2 months of the report's release, hardly enough time for digesting, let alone responding to, RCOL's opus. The minister acknowledged his hasty response was partially motivated by his desire to roll his education reform package into a reelection platform for the governing party. But this party lost at the polls and RCOLers were even less enchanted in how the report fared in the hands of the neoconservative opposition party that won the election.
This new government was convinced that their main agenda for education reform should be based on reducing the costs of education, and it developed a strategy to downsize staffs and budgets at all levels of the system, reduce school boards to administrative agencies with no taxing power and restricted policy discretion, and limit the number of items negotiable in the local collective bargaining. Packaged together in Bill 160 for the consideration of the provincial legislature in the fall of 1997, this omnibus legislation raised the ire of five teachers' unions whose executives led their 120,000 members out on a 2-week illegal strike (the government's description) or political protest (the teachers' unions' description).
Although teachers' unions claimed a moral and public relations victory, the government refused to buckle and made only minor adjustments to the bill. For now, the consensus for education reform that RCOLers claimed to have constructed has been torn asunder, and education politics in Ontario promises to remain highly conflictive for the foreseeable future. Until a more propitious moment appears, RCOL's report must wait still longer for a sympathetic and thorough reading.
CONCLUSION
Both the individualist and social constructivist schools offer much food for thought on the future study of politics inside and outside of organizations. The main weakness of constructivism, for the purposes of studying an experience such as RCOL, was that no single model was sufficient to explain the interaction of people, politics, and ideas. One needs, I think, an array of such models, together with concepts outside of constructivism, to understand and explain the complex and ambiguous experience of people in an organizational and politicized setting. Both realist and radical models provide insights that could be used in tandem to describe a process that may be intersected by epistemology, ontology, (micro)politics, perceptions of changing contexts, political and social values and ideas, and bias. These were the more salient 164 EDUCATIONAL POLICY / January-March 1999
